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INTRODUCTION

LEGACY OF THE JERSEY

Put simply, the question is: ‘how?’ How has a country so isolated and so sparsely populated, been able, for so long, to achieve such ascendancy in a sport, over rivals with far greater population bases, and far superior financial, social and scientific resources?

It is often said that rugby suits New Zealanders. It appealed not only to British and Irish immigrants but also to the Maori who arrived before the great European migration. Rugby was a unifying factor between races. It also has massive appeal with those of Pacific Island origins who now make up around seven per cent of the New Zealand population. New Zealand’s Chief Justice Sir Richard Wild, himself a New Zealand Universities representative, said at the New Zealand Rugby Union seventy-fifth jubilee dinner: ‘Our young men of that time [rugby’s earliest days in NZ], not far removed from pioneering, needed a game that sharpened their senses and challenged their will, that demanded all their energy and exhausted all their vigour. Rugby exactly suited our climate and our soil. It matched the temperament of the New Zealander and in large measure it has moulded our national character. It is the team element that provides a spur for the weaker spirit, a curb for the selfish – and a discipline for all. It treats every man as an equal from whatever background he comes. There is no yielding to status in a rugby tackle, no privilege in a scrum. It is just because rugby means what it does to New Zealanders that the All Black shines in the spotlight of public adulation – at least till he bumbles a pass . . . But fame brings responsibility and the All Black at the top does well to remember that he carries in his hands tremendous power for good or ill. He owes it to the game that gives him fame to set a standard of sensible, disciplined living.’

A member of what is regarded as the first New Zealand team, the 1884 side, Harry (later Sir Henry) Braddon had been schooled in rugby at Dulwich, emigrated to Tasmania – where he became an Australian Rules player – before moving to Invercargill in New Zealand to play rugby. He wrote presciently of the qualities that characterised rugby’s hold on New Zealand. ‘As a game it rewards accuracy far more than onlookers realise. The slightest fumble or stumble makes all the difference: and the split second often differentiates a score from a missed opportunity. There is much store for skilled generalship: and, in the matter of tactics, a novel method of attack, carefully rehearsed, easily may turn the scale. Sound teamwork is perhaps the best feature of all – when the players are mainly concerned that the side shall score. Spectators instantly appreciate unselfish play: and as instantly denounce overdone individualism. After all, the game is a good school for later life – where sound teamwork may seem so much in so many directions. The readiness to sacrifice self for the side is of the very essence of loyalty and patriotism. Many lasting friendships trace back to that football era.’

It might have been Steve Hansen or Richie McCaw making the comments – some things about New Zealand’s approach have never changed.

As one of the youngest societies to embrace professional sports culture, New Zealand was expected to be at a disadvantage to nations for whom professional sport was more than a hundred years old, such as England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, France and Australia.

Amateurism was ingrained in New Zealand society and maintained by zealous administrators. No one was immune – as one of the great captains of the All Blacks, Graham Mourie, found out when he was forced to forego his amateur status in order to profit from his biography. Yet, it was the ultimate compliment to the All Blacks that they were described as ‘the most professional amateur team’ in the world. When the game went professional in 1995, New Zealand not only defied predictions that they would suffer, they improved their winning percentage.

New Zealanders have always seen sport as a means to stand up and be counted. For so long acquiescent in its colonial relationship with Britain, New Zealand even allowed the myth of the origin of the label ‘All Blacks’ to be attributed to an English newspaper when modern research has shown the term had already been used for some years before the famous 1905/06 tour. It was British history, therefore it had to be New Zealand’s history. New Zealand didn’t have its own seat on the International Rugby Board until 1948. There was both a wariness of Britain, yet an aversion to letting go the colonial apron strings – a situation eventually forced upon New Zealand in the 1970s when Britain joined the European Common Market.

The distance from the game’s lawmakers allowed scope for innovation, as settlers felt the faraway authorities ruled paternally on matters of the law and its application. One such innovation was the 2-3-2 scrum and the wing-forward. This tactic allowed quick clearance of scrum ball while the wing-forward roved freely instead of being bound to the scrum. It gave New Zealand an advantage, until it was undone by the power of South African scrummaging in 1928, and while the 2-3-2 scrum and rucking, as practised until the 1960s, were eventually lost to the game, the innovation gene persisted. There was also the attitude to winning which, as the population grew, became an extra incentive to succeed. That attitude was personified by the vice-captain of the 1905/06 All Blacks, Billy Stead, who said at the side’s fiftieth jubilee dinner: ‘I reckon there’s no game if you haven’t got the desire to win. It’s that desire to win that nerves up your spectators to urge you on. It nerves you yourself to give of your best. You can’t play a game of cards if you don’t want to win. There’s nothing in any game if you haven’t got the desire to beat your opponent.’

A natural pyramid coaching structure based around graduated improvement at club, sub-union, provincial and inter-island level became the basis of development in New Zealand rugby long before it was employed in other countries. It wasn’t always successful. Administrators were appointed on a platform of parochialism, expected to look out for the ‘interests’ of their region. This self-interest, coupled with the egotism that often clogged the system, resulted in travesties such as the failure to select Otago man Vic Cavanagh as coach of the 1949 team to South Africa and the constant interference that forced Fred Allen to walk away from the job in 1968 despite having the best record of any New Zealand coach. The first may have cost New Zealand a series in South Africa in 1949, the latter quite probably the 1970 series in South Africa and the 1971 series against the Lions.

In having coach John Hart, with his background in industrial workplace management, New Zealand was ideally equipped to make a rapid transformation to professionalism for the 1996 season onwards. Public attitudes were slow to catch up by comparison and it was nearly twenty years before the demands of professionalism were fully obvious to the New Zealand public. The public expectation for success only increased with professionalism, and failure, particularly at the World Cup, provoked some bitter recriminations, most notably affecting Hart. But by making a stand against the ‘sack the coach mentality’ in 2007 when New Zealand experienced their worst World Cup campaign, the administrators forced a change of attitude on a public that had to be pulled screaming and shouting, usually through talkback radio, into the modern world. That stance was vindicated during the 2011 World Cup campaign when New Zealand held out France 8–7 to win their second title, a success that allowed the coaching structure a breadth of vision and tactics to carry New Zealand in triumph through the 2015 World Cup campaign, where victory was achieved by a quality of rugby that no winning World Cup team had hitherto managed. This time, no one quibbled with New Zealand’s right to be world champions, to be the first to win the World Cup three times and to be the first team to win consecutive World Cups. The campaign may have achieved different results than envisioned by those coaches of earlier years, but it was still the end result of all that had gone before.

As successful as the All Blacks have been internationally, they have sometimes achieved this success in spite of themselves. At other times defeat has occurred when it might otherwise have been avoided. Selection debacles have denied players their rightful places, again a reflection of the parochialism that can clog the game’s arteries. There has been a natural but often damaging rivalry with colonial cousins South Africa, one having acknowledged the role of her native race in her constitutional creation as a nation, the other subjugating her several native peoples by unofficial means before enshrining the attitude in apartheid law. New Zealand’s tacit role was shameful, and something that could have been eliminated at the first instance of contention – in 1919, and not two years later as many aver. In time, the relationship would divide New Zealanders like no other issue. Not only were lessons unheeded, an unprecedented rebel tour took place in 1986, further antagonising a growing anti-rugby element in New Zealand society. Only the advent of a World Cup, an event vigorously pursued by the Anzac partners in the face of Home Nations inertia, eased the assault on the game’s image. The result is there for all to see in the modern game.

In compiling this book, and the countless interviews involved in telling the story of the All Blacks through their own words, it is clear that New Zealand has not always been the beneficiary of enlightened coaching. Many All Blacks complained of a lack of any meaningful coaching from ‘assistant managers’ who were given a tour by the game’s administrative masters as reward for a job well done around the board table, or in other areas of the game. Change first occurred when Fred Allen had the side in 1966-68, and through the reigns of JJ Stewart, Jack Gleeson and Eric Watson. But it wasn’t until the mid-1980s when Sir Brian Lochore took over that coaching as it is now known first appeared. What this highlights is that the All Blacks’ success was achieved in spite of these impediments. That speaks more of the attitude of the participants toward the game, of their failure to bow down to the great names and institutions they were up against, and of a fierce desire to do well by their country. What the players learned was the ability to work together to sort out issues. That was the element taken back to clubs. Just as Sir Peter Blake and Sir Russell Coutts overcame all the know-how of NASA’s computers in their 1995 America’s Cup success, just as Arthur Lydiard master-minded an athletics formula that saw New Zealand dominate world middle-distance running in the 1960s, so the All Blacks reflected the attitude of their countrymen. The All Blacks were the sporting equivalent of the largely volunteer armies of two World Wars described by esteemed British military historian Sir John Keegan as the troops of the twentieth century – the difference being the All Blacks achieved their greatness by virtue of an unprecedented level of consistency which expanded as the needs, and laws, of the game required.

It has almost become a cliché for modern players to talk about the ‘legacy of the jersey’, of the impermanence of the number they wear on their back before it is passed on, and of the desire to leave the game in better shape than when they were introduced to it. As big a driving factor is public expectation. New Zealand demands success of the All Blacks and, as long as that demand is there, they will strive to maintain that success, and to continue to evolve their game. This is their story.

Tony Johnson
Lynn McConnell


ONE

BEGINNINGS

‘We had a magnificent team’

NO PRECISE DATE on which rugby took root in New Zealand has been identified and there is evidence in various quarters of footballing games of different sorts being played around the country during the 1860s, with gold miners playing Australian Rules on the Otago goldfields and of Auckland-based Irishmen playing a type of football, without goalposts or records kept, in the late-1860s. What is accepted as an agreed starting point is a game between Nelson College and a Town team in Nelson on 14 May 1870. This resulted from a return to the region from Christ’s College in London of Charles Monro who had played rugby. According to rugby historian Dr Ron Palenski in Rugby: A New Zealand History, Monro, and a Rugby School old boy, Robert Tennent, made a suggestion to the headmaster of Nelson College, Frank Simmons, that a shift to rugby rules should be made. The 14 May game resulted and then, on 12 September that year, Nelson sent a team to Wellington to play a Petone side giving evidence of the first inter-district game. As communities grew, so did competition between them and rugby became a popular outlet. Auckland and Christchurch were early rivals, playing a game in 1875. It wasn’t long before entrepreneurs became involved. A team from New South Wales toured and played eight games in 1882 and then a first New Zealand side was mustered. Otago, Wellington and Auckland were asked to provide five players each, while four were to be from Canterbury. One of the team members, Harry Braddon, later Sir Henry, said: ‘Early in 1884 the New Zealand Rugby Union [sic – it wasn’t formed until 1892] decided to despatch to New South Wales – for a tour of eight matches – the first great “All Black” team to leave New Zealand. I sent in my name – was selected – and resigned at once from the bank [he was a bank clerk].

‘The New Zealand “reps” played eight matches in New South Wales within two and a half weeks – and won them all. It was really rather too strenuous a campaign. We played the day after we arrived, in Parramatta, and three days later against New South Wales on the Saturday. Three matches the next week, including one at Newcastle, and the renewed “Test” at the weekend. Again, three matches in the succeeding week, with one at Bathurst, and the third and final NZ v NSW on the Saturday,’ Braddon said. He did not return to New Zealand after the tour.

Harry Braddon (1884, 7 games): The New Zealand team of 1884 – the first of the great ‘All Black’ combinations – stands out in my recollections like a peak above the foothills. A fine team – good sportsmen – and no needless roughness . . . Long passing was in its infancy in those days: and our team was credited with teaching New South Wales something of the novelty. We played three ‘three-quarters’, and therefore one more forward in the ‘scrum’: otherwise the game was very much as it is now – conceding some improvements in ‘passing’ and tactics.

Another New South Wales (NSW) team toured in 1886, while a British team toured in 1888, in two sections – the first in April-May and the second in September – but no game was played against a national selection. A New Zealand Native team, of twenty-six players – five of them European – toured Australia and Britain in 1888/89. Before reaching Britain they played eleven games, and then on their way home they played another thirty-three games – including eleven games of Australian Rules, all over the space of fourteen months away from home. These games were not regarded as New Zealand appearances.

Joe Warbrick (1884, 7 games): Auckland contains a population of 35,000. Out of that number 16,000 assemble on the football field when fixtures are played. That, of course, is the rugby game. Our original intention [for the tour] was to keep it a purely Native team. The [four] Englishmen, however, really belong to us, for they were all born in New Zealand. Our proper title is: ‘The New Zealand Native Football Team’. But we don’t object to ‘Maori’.

Tom Ellison (1893, 7 games): I was not very deeply impressed with the play of the Britishers; for, with all the players they had available, I saw no one to compare with Jack Taiaroa, J. Warbrick, Whiteside, Keogh and Co., except Lockwood, Stoddart, Valentine, Bonsor, and a very few others. Their play generally was of the one style and description, from start to finish – hooking, heeling out, and passing all day long, whether successful at it or not. I never played against a team that made any radical change of tactics during the course of a game . . . We met the best forwards in Yorkshire, where they could pick, I suppose, one hundred to our one. They were generally big, strong fellows, but they never struck me as being clever players. On the lineout they were generally inferior to our men, who were not particularly good. In the scrum we invariably beat the best English packs, not through having better men, but through our more scientific system of packing the scrum, and having specialists in each position, instead of merely fine all-round men; the result being that our two front-rankers, for instance, simply buried the two Jacks-of-all-trades who happened to be pitted against them in the different scrums. Their backs were generally no better than ours, except the Yorkshire County, and All-England teams, but, it must be remembered, that after our first few matches, we were never able to put our best team in the field; somebody or other inevitably being either on the sick or injured list.

George Williams (NZ Natives team): Although it may be thought that England had nothing to learn from us at rugby in 1888, it is a fact that the tactics of the Native team in playing three halfbacks and only eight forwards were not adopted until witnessing our play, and that they approved such tactics is apparent, as they were adopted by some of the best clubs. The visit of the Native team and the reputation it gained gave a great fillip to rugby football throughout Great Britain during our stay there.

Tom Ellison: The best team we met in England was undoubtedly the Yorkshire County team, who gave us a big beating, and who could have beaten our best team in its best form, owing to the all-round superiority of their backs. The All-England team of that year was inferior, in my opinion, to the Yorkists, and should never have won the game against us so easily, but for three early and distinctly erroneous and depressing decisions of the referee, Mr. G. Rowland Hill.

The first was awarding a try to England after the ball had been made dead by W. Warbrick; the second, awarding another try to England after they had deliberately ceased mauling with H. Lee, and Lee had forced down. But both these were as nothing compared with what followed. Mr Stoddart made a fine dodgy run, and, after beating several of our men, I lured him into my arms by applying the feign dodge. By a quick wriggle, however, he escaped, but left a portion of his knickers in my possession. He dashed along, and the crowd roared; then, suddenly discovering what was the matter, he stopped, threw down the ball, and in an instant we had the vulgar gaze shut off by forming the usual ring around him; stopping play, of course, for the purpose. While we were thus engaged, Evershed, probably seeing an opening for a try, seized the opportunity and the ball, and flew for the goal-line, where Madigan put him down near the corner flag. We, of course, disputed the try, and, while the discussion was proceeding, Mr Evershed very boldly picked the ball up from the corner, and carried it between the goalposts and claimed a try there, which the referee very happily granted. It was at this juncture that three of our men, thoroughly disgusted at the treatment we were receiving, marched off the field. As to the alleged defect in our sportsmanlike qualities, I need only say that we played in all seventy-nine matches in England, of which we lost nineteen besides the All-England match, and, notwithstanding the inferiority of most of our opponents to the All-England team, we took all those beats with the utmost good spirit; and that a few weeks prior to the All-England match we met the Yorkshire County team, and took, without a murmur, the biggest beating we received in our whole tour (26 points to 6). Surely, such a record for seventy-nine matches is unique, and requires more than an attack based on one match, wherein there was abundant mitigating circumstances, to smudge!

With the formation of the New Zealand Rugby Football Union in 1892, the first official team left to tour Australia in 1893. Other tours followed in 1897 and 1901 while the first Test match was played, against Australia, at the Sydney Cricket Ground on 15 August 1903. A year later, New Zealand hosted Great Britain at Athletic Park in Wellington.

Tom Ellison: The next very enjoyable part of my career was my trip to Australia in 1893, as captain of the first New Zealand team under the auspices of the New Zealand Rugby Union. The team chosen on that occasion was a fairly strong one, but not the strongest available in New Zealand, owing to the Southern Unions, except the South Canterbury Union, not being within the pale of the New Zealand Rugby Union. The game adopted, and recommended by the selectors of the team, was the wing-forward game.

After that tour contact between Australia and New Zealand became more common with Queensland touring New Zealand in 1896, playing six games, including an international won 9–0 by New Zealand, but it was not a fully representative team as Otago was in dispute with the NZRFU over the terms of their game with Queensland, and it was cancelled with a second game being organised with Canterbury. Otago’s players were barred from playing for New Zealand. An eleven-match tour of NSW and Queensland by a New Zealand side was made in 1897. NSW were hosted in 1901. And in 1903, a full New Zealand tour of Australia was the forerunner to the first of the great tours.

Billy Wallace (1903-08, 11 Tests, 51 games): In 1903 I won my All Black cap and was selected to go to Australia. That team was, in my opinion, one of the best that has ever represented New Zealand. I remember that before we left New Zealand, we had been subjected to very severe criticism and were told that our defence was weak. Nevertheless, we played ten games, won them all and scored 276 points, while only 13 points were registered against us. Those of us who took part in the match against the New South Wales team that year are not likely to forget it for the game was played with the ground covered with a vast lake of water. The water was over our boot-tops and if we tried to kick the ball it would slither along the top of the water or perhaps spin around like a top. I kicked the penalty goal that won the match but my luck was in because I was just able to strike a little mound in the ground where the water couldn’t reach the ball. On the other hand, when we went to Brisbane, the ground was so hard that when a sweeping forward rush was in progress, we couldn’t see the ball for dust. Buckets of water had been placed all round the ground, where the players could sponge their faces or moisten their lips. It was a memorable tour and laid the foundation for the success of the famous 1905 team which made such a reputation in the United Kingdom.

Billy Stead (1903-08, 7 Tests, 42 games): I think the 1903 team was the best team. Australia was very strong. They weren’t easy, those matches. We had a magnificent team. We had Billy Wallace fullback, Opai Asher – I’ve never seen a better three-quarter myself. We had Duncan McGregor, Morrie Wood, Jimmy Duncan and myself five-eighths. I was only a young lad, I had to work my way into that combination. Two halfbacks, Kiernan and Skinny Humphries of Taranaki, and a magnificent set of forwards.

Billy Wallace: While we were in Sydney, two Victorian teams came across from Melbourne to try to start the Victorian [Australian Rules] game in Sydney. They stayed at the same hotel as we did and, of course, we got into arguments, especially Jimmy Duncan. They reckoned we couldn’t kick. ‘Can’t we?’ said Jimmy. ‘Well, you come out to the match tomorrow and we’ll show you a kid who can kick.’ The ‘kid’ Jimmy referred to was myself. They came out to the match and during the game, ‘Skinny’ Humphries took a mark on the halfway line. In those days, anybody in the team could take the kick and Jimmy called me up to take the shot at goal. I protested that the distance was too great, but Jimmy insisted and told me to show the Victorians what New Zealanders could do. There was no escape and so I came back about eleven yards behind the halfway line and placed the ball. The ball sailed straight and true, clean between the posts, at a great height, right over the dead ball line, over the heads of the crowd and landed behind them. It was the finest goal I have ever kicked. The crowd gasped and I think that the Victorians were satisfied. A very faint breeze was blowing at the time but it was practically of no assistance.

Billy Stead: I was honoured to be captain of the first New Zealand side to play Britain in a Test match [1904]. The result of that match, I think, really clinched a desire the [New Zealand Rugby Union] executive had in mind that our football had got to the degree where we should try out some of these great international sides.

Billy Wallace: We were on the ground about quarter to one to find one of the biggest crowds Athletic Park had ever held. The gate takings for the match were £2,114. Our team that day was: Fullback: R. McGregor. Three-quarters: W.J. Wallace, E.T. Harper, D. McGregor. Five-eighths: M.E. Wood, J.W. Stead. Halfback: P. Harvey. Wing-forward: D. Gallaher. Hookers: A. (‘Paddy’) McMinn and G.A. Tyler. Lock: B.J. Fanning. Side-row: T. Cross and W.S. Glenn. Back row: C.E. Seeling and G.W. Nicholson.

Billy Stead: Having the wind against us, and anticipating an attack by the British backs, we went for a forward game, especially as our forwards were as fit as a fiddle, and, knowing that the Britishers, having had a pretty rough routine, were slightly stale at half-time. I was in fear of goals, but had no fear of their crossing our line. Our forwards went eyes out all through, and they are the finest forward team I have ever played behind. In the second spell they heeled out on only three occasions, from one of which we scored. Our plan was not to heel till we got right to the twenty-five, or in a good striking position. We made more ground by taking the ball and screwing the scrums.

Billy Wallace: In the first spell I kicked a penalty goal and, as Athur ‘Boxer’ Harding did likewise, we finished up at half-time three-all. Harding’s was a wonderful kick, being against the wind . . . In the second spell we had to face the wind but by this time we were settling down and were playing better. About halfway through the spell, from some loose play, the ball was sent out to our backs who all handled it faultlessly until it came to Duncan McGregor, who, with a brilliant burst of speed, dashed down the touchline and dived over for a try about six inches in from the corner flag. The excitement was intense – hats, caps and umbrellas flying into the air, and I don’t think that any of their owners regretted it if they did not see their headgear again. The same scene was renewed a few minutes later when Duncan, with another characteristic dash, scored another try in almost identically the same spot. And so we came off winners by 9 points to 3.

Billy Stead: I do not hold with their method of attack. They take too much risk in flinging the ball about anywhere. The only redeeming feature of their tactics is that they are fleet of foot enough to back up. We are taught to pass to a man, not to fling the ball away, but they don’t look where they pass. They are not particular whether it goes back or forward.

Billy Wallace: At the dinner I sat next to Willie Llewellyn, my opponent, whom I had to mark during the match, and in our friendly chat I sympathised with him at the only defeat the team had sustained on tour. [They were afterward beaten by Auckland.] He told me he hoped I would be chosen to come over with the 1905 team and promised to give me a jolly good time. He kept his word too, and, strange to say, we sat together after the defeat in Wales, when he returned the compliment by sympathising with me in the only defeat we had suffered.

Not long after the British Test, on 2 October, Tom Ellison died. He had played a significant role in the creation of New Zealand rugby’s identity, he developed the highly-contentious wing-forward position and, as a delegate to the first annual meeting of the NZRFU, moved that the jersey for the national team be all black. His book, The Art of Rugby Football, was an early classic, detailing the tour of Britain and Australia by the Native team.


TWO

THE ORIGINALS

‘Thus ended our first international, one full of excitement and incident, and also a lot of roughness’

The legend of the All Blacks really begins with the great tour of 1905/06. The team that became known as the ‘Originals’ left New Zealand, unheralded, in July of 1905, returning seven months later to heroes’ welcomes, having taken the rugby world by storm.

They racked up an astonishing record, establishing the founding principles of the New Zealand game: skill, innovation, tactical acumen, athleticism and absolute physical commitment. The quest for a tour to the Home Unions had gathered momentum early in the new century, as New Zealand began to play regularly against Australian state teams. Prohibiting factors were the costs, both logistical and personal, and doubts over the ability of a team from the sparsely-populated colony to provide worthy competition for the club and county teams of Britain, let alone their national sides. But the victory over Australia in 1903 strengthened their case, and by the time Great Britain arrived for a tour in 1904, the RFU had finally relented to the NZRFU requests.

The New Zealanders were given a financial guarantee from each match to cover a total tour cost expected to exceed £5,000. This included a three shilling per day allowance to each player. Three of the four Home Unions agreed to this arrangement, the dissenting voice being Scotland, who considered the per diem contravened rugby’s amateur laws, whilst their reluctance to offer a cut of the gate reflected the views of the Scottish captain of the 1904 Great Britain team. ‘Darkie’ Bedell-Sivright suggested the New Zealanders would stand little chance in the internationals, although they ‘would probably win most of the county matches.’

A six-match warm-up tour of New Zealand and Australia offered little idea of the success that would be achieved. Three players, including Dave Gallaher, were added to the squad. Patrick Harvey of Christchurch was a late withdrawal. He was one of a limited number of people in New Zealand proficient in the teaching of deaf children, and the Ministry of Education decided, with Prime Ministerial backing, that he could not be spared for the tour. Harvey became known as ‘the unlucky one’ and the team left with only one specialist scrum-half. The twenty-six players were managed by the Huddersfield-born George Dixon, with former captain Jimmy Duncan appointed coach. The captaincy fell to Gallaher. Gallaher was born in Ramelton in County Donegal, Ireland. His family had endured hardship and tragedy since arriving in New Zealand, but from those setbacks a strong leader of men had emerged. A capable horseman and a good shot, he had distinguished himself as a Sergeant-Major of the New Zealand Mounted Rifles during the Anglo-Boer War, and while not a great player, he was regarded by the NZRFU as the ideal captain. He was officially thirty-one years of age, although it’s suspected he had ‘shed’ a couple of years following his tour of duty in South Africa.

Only a few days into the voyage, Gallaher became aware of a disgruntled faction, mainly Southerners, who disapproved of having a captain ‘foisted’ upon them by the NZRFU. They also believed their ‘Old Man’, Duncan, was being marginalised as coach by the Aucklanders in the team. Gallaher moved quickly, calling a meeting and offering to resign, as did his vice-captain Billy Stead. Stead was a Southlander, and the support of he and the team manager, George Dixon, were telling factors in a hardly overwhelming 17–12 vote in favour of Gallaher.

From there on, Gallaher’s leadership was never questioned, Stead became the strategist, coaching duties were shared amongst senior players and Duncan took residence in the shadows. Stead and Gallaher’s post-tour book, The Complete Rugby Footballer On The New Zealand System would become a classic of its type, with many of its observations applicable even now.

The journey to England took forty-two days, with the party arriving in Plymouth on 8 September. Hours were spent on maintaining fitness, and framing a tactical approach based on speed of movement and quick passing, complemented by a catalogue of set moves with code names, often in the Maori language.

Billy Stead: On Saturday [the sixth day out to sea] at midday the glass went down with a thump, and within two hours the wind shifted around to north-west catching us on the larboard quarter, and then I realised the difference between a gale and a hurricane. The seas came up with a terrific roar . . . accompanying the hurricane were some terrific hail showers and the crew had great difficulty getting about, although lifelines were stretched all round the ship. Precisely at 9 p.m. the wind chopped round to south-west and a tremendous sea, the first she had shipped so far, struck her on the starboard quarter (right on our cabins). It was a terrible shock. Portholes were smashed, all our cabins flooded, people were knocked down, and we were wading about almost knee deep in the saloon which is on the hurricane deck.

Alex McDonald (1905-13, 8 Tests, 41 games): It was a pleasant tour, I enjoyed every minute of it. We were a happy band right through, otherwise we couldn’t have gone on the way we did . . . of course, the forwards and the backs would naturally take a bite at each other.

The All Blacks had an immediate test in Exeter against Devon, runners-up in the previous year’s County Championship. What happened was greeted with disbelief. Playing under a scorching sun, two players, George Gillett and Billy Wallace, wore hats and the New Zealanders ran the county side ragged scoring twelve tries in a 55–4 thumping. Wallace, nicknamed ‘Carbine’ after the Melbourne Cup-winning racehorse, scored three tries while centre George Smith, a former champion athlete, netted four. They cut a swathe through southern and middle England.

Billy Wallace: From what we had seen the previous Saturday, we were quietly confident; but the Devon team had been well cracked up in the papers. It was our first game and much depended on it. We were feeling a bit jumpy, but were in good nick, and, as soon as the ball was properly in play, we lost our nervousness. That result was as great a sensation in England as I believe it was in New Zealand. Some papers, when they got the results, assumed that a mistake had been made in transmitting the scores and put them the other way round!

George Gillett (1905-08, 8 Tests, 39 games): We improved a bit as we went on our way, it just flowed along like a river. They could have just eased the teams a bit and found out exactly what talent they had in the team instead of wearing out those they already knew of. The injuries and sicknesses didn’t help us in the harder matches towards the finish.

Billy Wallace: Bunny Abbott got a poisoned knee and had to lay-up, Jimmy O’Sullivan broke his collarbone, [George] Smith broke his collarbone. Several had pulled muscles and by the time we got to the end of the tour we had too many cripples just when we needed them [fit players] most and we could never pick our best side.

George Tyler (1903-06, 7 Tests, 36 games): We really enjoyed the trip, but found the continuous travelling monotonous. It meant packing and unpacking all the time.

Billy Wallace: There is just one incident in connection with this [our] visit to Leicester which deserves mention. It concerns a joke which misfired. Bob Deans had slipped down to the bathroom one morning and left his door open. On the dressing table was a valuable gold watch and chain and a sovereign case belonging to him and as Billy Stead passed, he thought he would play a joke and expected Bob would raise a hue and cry. But not a word was said. After keeping it for a few days, Billy Stead said to him, ‘Didn’t you lose something at Leicester, Bob?’ ‘Yes, I did,’ he replied. ‘I lost my watch and chain and sovereign case.’

‘Here it is,’ said Billy, ‘we were playing a joke on you. Why didn’t you complain before?’ ‘Well,’ said Bob, ‘when I looked at the two housemaids I could see by their faces that they were honest girls and I knew no member of the team would take it so I just thought I would shut up and say nothing about it.’ It is a small incident, but it will perhaps show the generous nature of the great-hearted Bob.

Bob Deans (1905-08, 5 Tests, 24 games): English football is not so good as we expected to find it. There are some good teams, notably Devonport Albion and Leicester, but the average team is not up to the standard of the best club teams in New Zealand. One reason for that may be that the season there is very much longer than it is here. It lasts nearly eight months, and naturally players lose their keenness.

Billy Wallace: George Nicholson was our line umpire that day [against Middlesex] and, as he took up his position at the goalposts for the kick at goal [after a Massa Johnston try], he overheard the Middlesex captain remark to his men, ‘What a fluke! Stick to them, boys!’ I converted and the game started again. Nine minutes later Deans and Hunter got away and Jimmy ran right round the fullback to score a nice try, which I also converted. Again, as George Nicholson took up his position, he heard the captain say, ‘Another darned fluke! What a lucky team! Keep it up, boys!’ We were having much the better of the game and both backs and forwards were going well. Twenty minutes later George Smith brought off another of his brilliant runs through the opposing team and scored between the posts. I converted again. This time the Middlesex captain had altered his opinion somewhat for George Nicholson overheard him say: ‘What a wonderful team they are, boys.’ And after that he sang our praises after every try.

By the time the first Test arrived, against Scotland, nineteen English teams had been put to the sword, 612 points scored and only 15 conceded. The New Zealanders’ play was a potent mix of fitness, skill and speed. They were better organised than their opponents with their team tactics and planned moves and, something quite uncommon in the Home Unions, dedicated positions in the forward pack. They also gave rein to some startling individual talent. Wallace with his electrifying forays from the back or the wing, the strength and pace of Deans and Smith in the centre, the guile of Stead, and the corkscrewing runs of Hunter, who scored an incredible forty-four tries in twenty-four appearances. The adulation and warm hospitality of the first two months gave way to a frosty reception from Scotland. They tried to have the Test match on the frozen Inverleith pitch called off, but the All Blacks, on seeing the size of the crowd, insisted it be played rather than disappoint the fans. The Scots had not forseen the All Blacks’ popularity and had refused to agree to the £300 guarantee, offering the New Zealanders whatever the gate takings might raise instead – a decision that resulted in a windfall for the touring team, and a loss of almost £1,400 in potential earnings for the host union.

Billy Wallace: Edinburgh was the only place on the whole tour where we did not receive a warm official welcome as we stepped off the train. It was a great pity that there should have been this jarring note, and that there should have been such a glaring display of lack of sportsmanship on the part of the Scottish Union towards us. Several of us (myself included) were of Scottish descent and were proud of it. During our stay in Edinburgh, the Scotch [sic] officials did not come near us, or recognise us in any way. Indeed they did everything to make the match a ‘wash out’. They refused to protect the ground against frost, as is always done by covering it with straw the night before, and so when we stepped out for the match, the ground was positively dangerous. It was as hard as concrete and we slipped round as if we were running on ice, as, indeed we actually were. For the first ten minutes it looked as though we might win comfortably, for, though we were slipping and sliding about all over the place, our backs were going well. Freddy Roberts worked the blindside of the scrum and I dashed across for a try in the corner, but the referee called us back, as he reckoned the pass was forward. But it was as fair a pass as had ever been given on a football field. Shortly afterwards, George Smith was also well under way, with an open field and a certain try, when once more the whistle went for an alleged forward pass. After about ten minutes’ play, the Scottish forwards started off with a loose rush from about halfway. It was offside in the first place, but the referee did not see it and the rush was not pulled up until it was almost on our goal-line. Then a scrum was formed. The Scottish forwards hooked the ball and the halfback sent a neat pass to Simpson, who potted a goal from right in front of the posts. The ball just dropped over the bar and Scotland were four points up. This was the first occasion on the tour so far when we had been behind in points. Shortly after this score I was laid out by a foul charge. I was in midfield at the time and had just made one of my long kicks for touch near the corner flag. The ball was travelling nicely and I was watching it bounce into touch when all of a sudden I felt a bump. My feet flew up from under me and I landed with a crack on the back of my head. I was, of course, rendered unconscious.

Billy Stead: The game itself was one of the most exciting I ever played in. Our backs were not on their best behaviour, though the frozen field, which rendered swerving, cutting or recovering an almost absolute impossibility, had much to do with it. At the same time there was a noticeable nervous excitement which had its effect on our play. The referee, an Irishman, appointed without our approval, in direct opposition to one of the rugby rules, came on in ordinary dress and had only one eye. At times twenty yards behind the play, he disallowed two fair tries for us, and it was entirely his one-eyedness that made us, six minutes from time, look a beaten team. Shall I ever forget the look of my captain when (during a temporary lull in the game) he said: ‘Only six minutes, Billy. Only six more minutes!’ And here we were defending our own line. Seven points to six, and still we could not get the ball away from those lingering tight scrimmages. Four minutes from time the long-prayed-for chance came at our twenty-five flag. Out from the scrum came the ball, and with desperate accuracy we got it out to Smith who scored a splendid try in the corner. It had been chronicled that ‘for once the New Zealanders lost their heads for they fairly hugged and kissed the hero’ . . . Before time we scored another try, and I believed that we would have romped over them had we been playing another ten minutes. Thus ended our first international, one full of excitement and incident, and also a lot of roughness.

The bad feeling continued afterwards, when the Scots refused to invite the New Zealanders to a post-match dinner.

Billy Wallace: We went to Ireland next. The Test in Dublin was one of the best matches of the tour, the 15-nil scoreline not doing justice to a rousing Irish performance, and after a romp against Munster the team returned to England for the final, climactic phase of the tour. They had established a good bond with the Irish, and on the day of the Munster match the local newspaper in Limerick stated, ‘The New Zealanders are the men of the moment. Their visit has shaken up the dry bones of rugby football and created a revival in the game that will be felt for years to come.’

Billy Stead: The Irish fifteen played good, honest, dashing football, which gave us a great deal of trouble, but which we were very glad to have played against us. There was no half-heartedness in the Irish attacks. There was any amount of devil in the Irish forwards, who put more ‘go’ into their game than any other forward division we had encountered. They made the pace very hot indeed for the early part of the game. In the circumstances we thought that the best thing to do would be to let them run about as much as they wanted and tire themselves out. We could bide our time . . . If the Irish forwards had been supported by a better back combination, the result of the match would have been very problematical.

The strain of twenty-three games in ten weeks was starting to show, with injuries, illness and fatigue weighing on the team. Smith had a busted collarbone, Gallaher missed the Irish Test, not well enough to leave his hotel room, others were ravaged by boils, and it wasn’t until the twenty-third game that Mackrell was able to play. And there were still England and Wales to come. The England Test was played in front of a crowd of over 70,000 at Crystal Palace, the largest to attend a rugby match to that date, and tickets valued at a guinea were fetching ten pounds.

Billy Wallace: Unfortunately we’d had about three days’ rain in London and it made the ground sloppy and muddy. In those days you were only allowed to play with the one ball and we weren’t allowed to clean the ball! Not on your jersey or anything so it was absolutely impossible to kick goals. It was very difficult. We’d only been going five minutes when McGregor scored the first try . . . McGregor had scored three tries by half-time. And to finish up the game he scored again on the short side. And they were all good tries.

Bob Deans: The English team suffered from lack of combination. Of the crowds before whom we played, the English were the best. It did get rather tiresome towards the end and the fellows were pretty sick of it before we finished up in England. It was the travelling, and the want of rest, and then the hard matches were left to last. We were very lucky in the weather for it was one of the mildest winters England has had for years – no rain to speak of, and no snow, with frost only in Scotland.

Throughout the tour the All Blacks had been told: ‘Wait ’til you get to Wales’. Sadly for them, by the time they did get there, the All Blacks were in a degenerating state, and the champion Welsh were more than ready. They declared their intentions to fight fire with fire, by picking a wing-forward, or ‘Rover’ of their own, and they had a surprise for the All Blacks in pre-match. After standing up to the challenge of the haka, the Welsh players began to sing their national anthem in response. The crowd joined in, and so for the first time ‘Land of My Fathers’ swelled around the Arms Park, and a great tradition was born.

Billy Wallace: After lunch the selection committee got down to serious business. Billy Stead and Bill Cunningham were both suffering from heavy colds and were quite unfit for play. George Smith’s shoulder was giving him a lot of trouble and though he tried to make light of it, we knew he was not fit. Here were three of our best men out for a start.

Billy Stead: Studying the condition and fitness of the men both physically and with regard to their playing abilities, we placed the best possible team, in our opinion, that we could get together. They were all in the very best of condition and keen as a knife-edge.

George Gillett: Eventually we end up with this match against Wales, which we were looking forward to. But there were already four or five of our recognised Test team on the sideline. And that was rather fatal on the day.

Billy Stead: We just played the very game that Wales expected us to play and our forwards, a magnificent set of forwards that were never bettered, the Welshmen never bettered them, they really were short of a gallop at the finish, they never got a chance to go. They kept hoofing the ball, hoofing it out. The Welsh were playing off against our fellows, right onto them and the referee was not too fast and every time we put the ball in the scrum it would be a free kick because Gallaher would be penalised. I’m not talking eyewash, that’s a fact.

Nothing could be taken away from the Welsh try, a superb set move involving a clever switch of play to put the flying winger Ted Morgan in at the corner.

A short time later, Wales had a second try disallowed.

Billy Wallace: A lineout had been formed a little on our side of halfway and from a long throw-in, the Welsh forwards gained possession. Freddy Roberts was just in front of them and in order to beat him they made a diagonal kick, but just a little too hard. I was on the wing on the touchline side and I dashed in, scooped up the ball in my stride and cut across in front of the forwards before they could lay their hands on me. I then made diagonally across the field until I came in front of Gwyn Nicholls. In order to beat him, I turned and straightened up and when he came at me I sidestepped him and slipped through between him and Rusty Gabe so that I had a clear run through to Bert Winfield, the fullback who was standing about the twenty-five yards line. Meanwhile, Bob Deans had run his hardest to come up in support. As I neared Winfield, I was undecided whether to kick over his head or sell him the dummy and then I heard Bob calling out, ‘Bill! Bill!’ I feinted to pass and could have gone through on my own, for Winfield took the dummy, but he quickly recovered himself and came at me again. Rather than risk any mishap at this critical stage, I threw Bob Deans out a long pass which he took perfectly and raced ahead.

But he made a slight mistake here, for instead of going straight ahead he veered in towards the goalposts. Teddy Morgan, the Welsh wing three-quarter, was coming across fast from the other wing and Bob was becoming a little exhausted. Bob saw Teddy Morgan in time and altered his course to straight ahead and just grounded the ball six inches over the line and about eight yards from the goalposts as Teddy dived at him and got him round the legs. But the try had been scored. Our chaps all came racing up and shook Bob warmly by the hand, congratulating him and patting him on the back, for the position was a very easy one for me to convert. But here again Bob made another mistake. He got up off the ball and Owen, the Welsh half, picked it up and put it back about six inches in front of the line. The referee had been left standing by the movement and when he came slipping and sliding up from about thirty yards back, Owen said: ‘He forced the ball here’ and pointed to a place where the ball was. We, of course, were amazed and protested strongly against this unsportsmanlike statement, and in the end the referee awarded a five yards scrum. Had Bob not got up off the ball, the referee could not have done anything else but award the try. There was a dead silence among the crowd and this in itself is evidence that the try was scored. Had Teddy Morgan’s tackle saved the try, what a roar of applause there would have been! He certainly made a very gallant effort to save the score but he himself has always admitted that Deans got the try. But the referee ruled the scrum and after a very tight struggle under the Welsh goalposts, Percy Bush found touch and brought relief and a hurricane of applause. The Welsh crowd were not impartial in their applause and in particular heckled Dave Gallaher very unfairly. We kept up the attack and, on another occasion, Simon Mynott was almost across, being held up before he could ground the ball. Still our forwards battled gamely away and penned the Welshmen in their own quarters. Bob Deans made another dash but was brought down by Gwyn Nicholls.

Billy Stead: Deans had a peculiar way of scoring tries. He seldom fell over the line with the ball, but preferred to press it down with his hands and leave it there. He objected to having a mass of humanity fall on him, but he certainly got it that day. The spectators knew it was a try. All through the game, they had cheered on their men, but when Deans went over, once could almost have heard a pin drop in that vast gathering. Then when it was seen that the referee had not given a try, the cheering was renewed, in almost sufficient volume to lift the roof off the universe.

Bob Deans: It was as fair a try as ever was scored.

Jimmy Duncan (1897-1903, 1 Test, 10 games): I can’t see how the referee could not see it as we could see it from the far end.

George Smith (1897-1905, 2 Tests, 39 games): I was alongside Dave Gallaher when he congratulated the Welsh captain, Gwyn Nicholls (who, by the way, is a fine fellow – one of the best), and in reply to Dave’s congratulations he said, ‘We are pleased at defeating you, and are proud of our victory; morally, however, it was a draw.’

Bob Deans: As far as the Welsh team was concerned, one of their supporters told me afterwards that they played against us thirty per cent above form, while our backs seemed unable to do anything right.

George Smith: We were beaten, but there was no doubt the team were feeling the effects of the travelling and playing. The extra little bit that means everything was missing.

A lot of controversy centred on the wing-forward position, and in particular, Gallaher. The New Zealanders packed a 2-3-2 scrum, with two hookers in the front row, a single lock, two side-rows, and two back-row forwards.

This left one spare, the wing-forward. As the name suggests, this peculiar Kiwi innovation claimed the privileges of both forward and back, its legal boundaries somewhat cloudy. The wing-forward was free to play a destructive role, targeting the opposition inside-backs, especially from the set piece. As with the lineout, the wing-forward fed the ball into the scrum, where it was quickly heeled through to the halfback stationed at the base to collect and clear the ball. Rather than retreat, Gallaher would stand his ground, effectively blocking the opposition scrum-half from pressurising his opposite. The New Zealanders considered this acceptable under the laws of the game, and many referees concurred, but criticism in the press and in the stands gained momentum. The New Zealand captain became a pantomime villain, to the point when in one county game one fan kept calling loudly for the ‘cheat’ Gallaher to be sent off, much to the amusement of the man himself, who was sitting nearby in the grandstand, prompting Gallaher to joke to his teammates, ‘I didn’t realise I was so popular.’

George Tyler: Had the wing-forward been called a halfback, no objection would have been raised. It was purely due to the fact that he was called a wing-forward, which was new to the Home Union players, that made them criticise it. For instance, when Jimmy O’Sullivan was hurt in the Cardiff match, Gallagher went into the front row, and the Cardiff men put the ball into the scrum. We still got the ball out as often, and perhaps more often, than we had done when Gallagher put it in.

Bunny Abbott (1905-06, 1 Test, 11 games): The 2-3-2 had everything in its favour . . . this mongrel scrum they have nowadays has nothing in its favour.

Billy Wallace: Dave [Gallaher] was a wonderful captain. As a player he was outstanding and it was most unfortunate, as well as unjust, that he should have been falsely accused of unfair tactics by a number of English and Welsh writers. To those who knew Dave well, such tactics were quite foreign to his nature. He was immensely popular with the team and also with the officials wherever we went. Always the welfare of the team and the honour of the country he represented were the first considerations. I was on the selection committee with him right through the tour and so I am in a position to speak concerning the immense amount of time and thought he put into all his work.

Deans’ non-try sparked one of the greatest rivalries in the game between two small nations in which rugby is something akin to a religion. But the defeat left the 1905 All Blacks shattered and demoralised. Somehow they managed to snatch wins against Glamorgan, Newport, Cardiff and Swansea, the latter a 4–3 win courtesy of a remarkable forty-yard dropped goal by Wallace in a troublesome wind, but the fire had somewhat died. A trip to France provided some light relief.

Billy Wallace: Of course we played the 2-3-2 scrum and the first scrum we had against France the French wouldn’t go down. It was very amusing. We had to tell them how to pack it. Our back play was too superior for them.

Bunny Abbott: I was the fastest in the team. I scored two tries [against France], including the last one. They were right on our line with three minutes to go and it looked as though they were going to go over, but Roberts stripped the ball away from their feet, gave it to Wallace, and he would then be about five feet in front of the line . . . he gave it to Jimmy Hunter who was about eighteen inches behind the line and he gave it to me, I was about a foot behind the line. I got past the French three-quarter and the fullback and when I put the ball down between the posts the two teams were still back at the other goal-line where we’d left them. The French forwards made it hard the whole time . . . they made it hard right til near the end of the game. Really our forwards just fed the backs all day.

Billy Stead: I would say that of all the outstanding players, perhaps the best player of the lot, in my humble opinion, would be Billy Wallace. You could play him anywhere in the backs but he was such a good fullback that he mostly played fullback and, of course, he was always in the team when he was available. He was a wonderful place-kicker.

Seven months and six days after leaving Wellington, the Original All Blacks returned to a rapturous welcome in Auckland. In contrast to the ten people who’d been prepared to buy tickets to a function on the eve of their departure, thousands lined the streets to pay homage to New Zealand’s sporting heroes. Dixon and Gallaher thanked the crowd, and Gallaher suggested that future All Black teams should face Wales earlier in the tour!

The Originals had established, once and forever, rugby’s position as the game for New Zealand. Ever after, young Kiwis would aspire to wear the black jersey with the silver fern, and when that was achieved, aspire to enhance the legacy established by this pioneering team.


THREE

SURVIVING THE SPLIT

‘Give nothing away; take no chances’

Until 1907, New Zealand had not had to face any issues associated with the professional game of rugby league. However, the success of the Originals proved an asset when Wellington club rugby player A.H. ‘Bert’ Baskerville mounted a side to tour Britain to play rugby league. He set about assembling a team which included four of the Originals – Duncan McGregor, Bill Mackrell, George Smith and Billy Johnston. Four other All Blacks were Hubert Turtill, Edgar Wrigley, Tom Cross and Eric Watkins. Known as the ‘All Golds’ they had less success than the Originals, putting together a record of nineteen wins, two draws and fourteen losses.

Before the details of the rugby league venture were known, an inter-island game was set for Christchurch in June, but before they could play all players were required to sign declarations they would not play league. Twelve of the Auckland players in the North Island side refused to sign. After negotiations, they agreed to sign and five of them were included in the New Zealand team named to tour Australia. One of the stars of the Originals, Jimmy Hunter, captained the side to a 3–0 series victory over an Australian side which included, in the second and third Tests, an impressive wing named Dally Messenger. He would become one of the great figures in Australian rugby league and started in league as a member of the All Golds team which toured in 1907.

New Zealand had offered South Africa an invitation to tour, after the South Africans had followed the Originals with a tour to Britain in 1906/07, however this was declined. Another invitation would be extended late in 1911 for a tour in 1912 but again the South African Rugby Board declined, saying it would take too long to raise funds. A similar invitation in 1913 for 1914 was also declined.

A tour of New Zealand by the Anglo-Welsh side in 1908 proved a fillip for the game after the ructions over league the year before. Captain Arthur ‘Boxer’ Harding would note that while the Welsh were accused of ‘giving too much attention to the game’ they could not be compared with New Zealanders. Writing in R.W. Barr’s British Rugby Team in Maoriland, Harding said: ‘This indicates the keenness of the public, which to us seems to be practically a religion – whether this is beneficial to the sport or not is open to doubt.’ Harding also continued the criticism that had attended Gallaher on the 1905/06 tour by stating, ‘We have also repeatedly had our attack nipped in the bud by the wing-forward getting on our scrum-half before he received the ball, and have been astonished by the latitude allowed this player in almost every game.’

In the same book, team manager George Harnett produced a line that has lived through the ages when asked his opinion of New Zealand’s play: ‘To be frank, there is a tendency to roughness.’

The touring side was weak in terms of experience, with only ten players of the twenty-eight having played Test rugby. The New Zealand selectors recalled several members of the Originals, including Billy Stead to captain the team. He was reunited with halfback Freddy Roberts and second five-eighths Jimmy Hunter, the unit which had so impressed in Britain in 1905/06. They were too strong for the visitors and wholesale changes were made for the second Test to blood new players. However, the match was drawn 3–3, and the side was returned to full strength for the third Test in which the All Blacks ran in nine tries, only one of which was converted in the 29–0 victory. While it was the last outing for several players, it was especially poignant when a month or two later centre Bob Deans died.

A feature of the series was the debut of N.A. ‘Ranji’ Wilson in the forwards. A decade later he would feature in a significant event in New Zealand rugby history. However, that was well in the future when the All Blacks toured Australia in 1910. Three Tests were played within eight days, all in Sydney. New Zealand won the first 6–0 but then two days later lost the second 11–0 before coming back strongly to win the third 28–13 and, with it, the series.

Billy Stead: The Anglo-Welsh team came out at just the right time. There was a slump in ‘big’ football, and the game was in a kind of dormant state. Personally, though keen to play for my province, I thought three seasons’ absence from strenuous football had undoubtedly lowered my standard of play, and my inclusion in the New Zealand team for the first Test surprised myself, as it did many others. This all the more emphasises my contention that football was not too strong.

Billy Wallace: I had been chosen to represent New Zealand in the first Test, but on the Saturday after the Wellington match I received a knock on the knee in a club game. I managed to finish the game, but next day my knee was very swollen. This was the beginning of the end of my career. I rang ‘Hen’ Kelly, who was one of the selectors, and he came up to see me. As soon as he saw it, he said, ‘Oh, you can’t play with that knee,’ so very reluctantly I had to pull out.

Billy Stead: Their forwards were not so formidable as constant scrumming and vigorous training might have made them. As scrummers they were excellent, on the lineout they were good, as dribblers they were incomparable (although their rushes are of a different stamp from the bustling, strenuous New Zealand forward rush), and, from a British standpoint, one might well ask, ‘What more do you want?’ That is just the point they do not grasp and wherein they fail. We in New Zealand expect more than these qualities in a first grade forward, and until Britain can train and develop a stamp of forward who can take, kick, tackle and pass also, the vanguard must suffer by competitions. Their forwards seldom ‘worried’ or hampered our backs. Can the British rearguard say that that was their experience?

Billy Wallace: The Britishers had a week’s spell before the second Test, which was played at Wellington on Saturday, June 27. On the Thursday prior to the Test, a bombshell was sprung on the team in the shape of a cable from the English Rugby Union, recalling Fred Jackson, one of their best forwards, for an alleged breach of the laws regarding professionalism. He left for Sydney on the Friday and several of the team were very much upset at the incident. Wet weather prevailed for most of that week in Wellington, nor did it clear up for the day of the match. My knee seemed to be very much better and I was selected at fullback. This was the last game of football that I played. The knee gave no trouble during the game but about an hour afterwards it began to swell and it was bad for a couple of months. I had, therefore, no option but to give up the game.

Billy Stead: They played the third Test as if they were subordinate parts in a machine, only the connecting links between the scrum and that brilliant three-quarter line. There was absolutely no variation in their attack, no deviation from a given rule, not even a swerve from an orthodox course – nothing at all to mystify or ‘bluff’ the opposing halves.

There was no more international play until 1913 when Australia visited for three Tests, losing the first two 30–5 and 25–13 before taking the third 16–5. The New Zealand team was made up of players selected to tour the west coast of the United States and Canada. The tour came a year after Australia had toured the same area, suffering two losses and being pushed hard by All-America in the tour’s Test match.

It has been something of a forgotten tour in All Blacks history, possibly because of the fact that in sixteen games only six points were scored against them while they scored 610. A tour to Australia was held under the shadow of developing war in Europe. It started on 1 July with a game they lost to Wellington before the side travelled to Sydney where they played on 11 July. That proved the only loss with the Test series won 3–0.

War was declared with three games remaining. Three members of the team died during the war. AJ ‘Doolan’ Downing died in a bayonet charge at Gallipoli, R.S. ‘Bobby’ Black was believed killed in action during the Battle of the Somme and Jim McNeece died of injuries sustained at Messines. Two members of the 1913 side to the United States and Canada, Henry Dewar (Chunuk Bair, Gallipoli) and George Sellars (Messines), also died in action. They were joined by earlier All Blacks Jim Baird (Messines), Ernie Dodd (Havrincourt), Dave Gallaher (Gravenstafel Spur), Eric Harper (Palestine), Jimmy Ridland (Le Quesnoy), Reg Taylor (Messines), H.S. ‘Jum’ Turtill (Givenchy), and Frank Wilson (Somme).

Lt E.E. Booth (1905-07, 3 Tests, 24 games): The news of the sad and sudden death of my old skipper Dave has distressed me beyond measure . . . Dave was a man of sterling worth, slow to promise, but always sure to fulfil. Girded by great determination and self-control, he was a valuable friend and could be, I think, a remorseless foe . . . as an opponent he was simply merciless, wanted everything and all; but I honestly think he ever meant to be nothing but legitimate and fair. To us All Blacks his words would often be, ‘Give nothing away; take no chances.’ As a skipper he was something of a disciplinarian, doubtless imbibed from his previous military experience in South Africa. Still, he treated us all as men, not kids, who were out to play the game for good old New Zealand . . . His greatest regret on the tour was the lateness of the Welsh fixtures. He foresaw the likelihood of staleness.

Somehow, time was found for rugby during the war years, especially after the New Zealanders moved to France. In 1917, a New Zealand Army XV, regarded as near Test strength, became known as the Trench Blacks and made a nine-game tour meeting British, Welsh, Irish and French sides with the penultimate game, with France, resulting in a 40–0 win and the presentation of the Coupe de Somme. The game was played at Vincennes Velodrome.

In 1919, after the war was over but with thousands of men waiting for suitable shipping to take them home, the King’s Cup was one of several sporting tournaments devised to fill in time. New Zealand beat Canada 11–0, South Africa 14–5 and England 6–3. They lost to Australia 6–5 but had done enough to qualify for the final against England, which they won 9–3.

Jim Ryan (1910-14, 4 Tests, 15 games): We certainly had to do our best to win that cup [the King’s Cup], and at one time I feared the team were sinking into a state of staleness. I think we were at the top of our form in the South African engagement. At Inverleith [against the England side], I never doubted our forwards’ ability to win, but the gale made things very tricky. The offside rulings here puzzled us at first, but we soon got into the way of things. Several small improvements we have tried in New Zealand would open out the game more and improve it from a spectator’s view. I think comparisons [in the press] between the Original All Blacks and our team rather unfair. The All Blacks of 1905 were the result of years of experience and training, being, in fact, a team of captains, while we are all (except Wilson, Cain, and myself) newly developed players since coming over to Europe.

Arthur ‘Ranji’ Wilson (1908-14, 10 Tests, 21 games): Our two hardest games were against the Mother Country XV and South Africa. We really played our best against the latter. The Army Rugby Union performed almost a miracle in instituting the competition, and we had some degree of luck in winning.

Dick Fogarty (1921, 2 Tests): The referees here order far too many scrums, which tend to slow down the game very considerably. When a British team again visit New Zealand we will give them a great time.

William Fea (1921, 1 Test): The majority of the backs here run too much across field and seem to fail as straight runners. I think the referees are a bit too exacting in such small matters as unintentional offside and petty knock-ons. I quite failed to follow some of their rulings for some time, but latterly got used to them. The game here, if properly handled and controlled, should have a greater future than ever. The Welsh are hard players and fearfully keen on winning. Their back play resembles our style very much.

Lt E.E. Booth: By his presentation of the [King’s] Cup the All Blacks consider the King the greatest of sportsmen, and the cup itself is jealously guarded by Major Cameron, our sports representative . . . In New Zealand it will be valued more than any guns, medals, flags or other souvenirs of the war, and will probably find a resting-place in the Houses of Parliament in Wellington. By winning the Army competition and then beating Wales on her own ground, thus revenging [sic] the defeat of 1906 [sic], the team are really carrying back in the King’s Cup the ashes of British rugby.


FOUR

AN UNFORTUNATE PRECEDENT

‘He thought he could catch him, but it didn’t come off’

Nineteen past or present All Blacks were included in the New Zealand Army team which toured Britain and France playing thirty-eight games after the First World War. They played another twelve games in South Africa on their way home, a visit that proved a precursor to troubled times that lay ahead.

On 1 April 1919, the South Africa Rugby Board telegraphed their High Commissioner in London asking if it would be possible for him to arrange either the Australian or New Zealand Army teams to break their journey home in order to make an all-expenses-paid six-week tour of South Africa. The High Commissioner was the former Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, and former president of the SARB, William Philip Schreiner. Schreiner replied on 19 May that the New Zealand Services team of twenty-nine players would be available to tour.

Arrangements were completed but on 2 June the SARB met and it was discussed that the team might include Maori. By a vote of 8–6 it was decided to cable the High Commissioner: ‘Confidential if visitors include Maoris [sic] tour would be wrecked and immense harm politically and otherwise would follow. Please explain position fully and try arrange exclusion.’

That this was agreed to by the New Zealand officials, albeit without the knowledge of the New Zealand Rugby Football Union, remains a blight on New Zealand history. Two fine players, Arthur ‘Ranji’ Wilson and Parekura Tureia, were prevented from touring. It was put about that Tureia had missed the boat taking the team to South Africa, according to the Poverty Bay Herald, printed in Tureia’s home town of Gisborne. How Wilson’s exclusion was explained is not so clear. He had been born in Christchurch of a West Indian father and British mother. Wilson met up with the team when the ship he was returning home on called into Durban. He did not play rugby for New Zealand again but was a selector of the 1924/25 team to Britain and France. Tureia played for New Zealand Maori in 1921 and 1923.

While South Africa did not enshrine their racial policy of apartheid in law until 1948, the New Zealand team of 1928 was asked not to include Maori players and while four players, three Maori and a Samoan, were included as honorary whites in the 1970 All Blacks team to South Africa, it wouldn’t be until 1992 when the racist policies were discarded that New Zealand teams could tour unencumbered by South African ‘favours’.

When the All Blacks toured Australia in 1920, six pre-war All Blacks were included. A surprise in the choice of captain occurred when Jim Tilyard was named ahead of Charlie Brown, who had led the New Zealand Army side on their South African tour.

As rugby had not regained a footing in Queensland, the tour involved seven games in New South Wales and three in New Zealand.

But the tour that rugby fans had been awaiting was that by a South African side in 1921. It was to prove inconclusive as New Zealand won the first Test in Dunedin 13–5 with the most memorable feature being a superb try scored by wing Jack Steel, who caught a cross-kick from five-eighths Ces Badeley before racing forty-five metres to score. South Africa won the second Test, played at Eden Park, 9–5. Before the third Test was played a New Zealand side, including three players from the South African series, played the touring New South Wales Waratahs, only to be beaten 17–0. The final Test of the South Africa series was played in heavy rain in Wellington and resulted in a 0–0 draw.

Jock Richardson (1921-25, 7 Tests, 42 games): Their forwards became struggling masses of brawn and their backs kicked like clockwork. Candidly, the first spell was well in the control of the visitors and the 25,000 spectators were aghast that All Blacks could be so closely held by any opponents, breaks by New Zealand being generally of the hard kick variety when the forwards managed a break or of the beat-a-man and get grassed silly tactic so often seen on Carisbrook in years gone by. Behind the Black scrum things were at sixes and sevens, and so far as styles were in question the old-fashioned three-quarter line was better fed than were the piercing Dominion five-eighths.

Ginger Nicholls (1921-23, 1 Test, 7 games): As I remember, the [Jack Steel] try came from a scrum. We got the ball and it was passed to Badeley, the first five-eighths, and he high-punted. The ball went between their backline and their fullback and bounced back very high towards the centre of the field and out to the right, and Steel, following up very fast, caught it with one hand high in the air and brought it down in his stride and carried on. There was a South African back, du Meyer, about three yards from him at the time and it looked like he was going to catch him, but Steel veered away and bore off the fullback and ran about another forty-five yards right round behind the posts for a most magnificent try.

Percy Storey (1920-21, 2 Tests, 12 games): I think it was Gerhard Morkel, the fullback, who tried to chase him . . . well it was almost ridiculous to watch it . . . he was only about four or five feet behind Jack all the time and he only had to dive at him and he’d have caught him, he was close enough, but he thought he could catch him – but it didn’t come off . . . Jack just went on and scored. In the first twenty-five minutes I had my shoulder injured, and I couldn’t do much. I couldn’t raise my right arm, but nevertheless managed to play my part in the game. George Aitken, our centre and captain, happened to get the ball and it came out to me and I had enough pace on to barge over and get the final try.

Ginger Nicholls: The selectors were that thrilled after us winning the first Test. I think in view of the outcry of the football fans in New Zealand about [Teddy] Roberts being left out of the team and me replacing him, they thought, ‘Oh well, we’ll give Roberts a go,’ and Teddy was put in. He was a great friend of mine and he was put in the team to play in Auckland.

Billy Stead [Coach]: Although I admit that football could not have been at a lower ebb than on the occasion of the last visit by a South African team, I always had a feeling that the New Zealand team was badly picked. It was certainly very hard to coach. The chief difficulty was the fact that we had lost the art of the two-three-two scrum. No one was conversant with it, and the lock, the chief factor in that scrum, was Jim Moffitt, of Wellington, who had been a member of the New Zealand Army team in South Africa and who, because of a ruptured nerve in the back – which he indiscreetly kept to himself – quite failed to make the compact formation necessary. Ned Hughes, who was almost as old as myself, was in for his hooking. There was only one halfback in New Zealand, according to the selectors, ‘Ginger’ Nicholls got the position with Teddy Roberts, quite in his heyday as reserve. ‘Ginger’ Nicholls, Mark Nicholls, Ces Badeley and George Aitken [the centre and captain] were playing their first big match, and they were full of faults which could not be remedied in time for such an important occasion. Through two good individual efforts by Jack Steel and ‘Moke’ Belliss we gained a victory, but it was plain to me that a vast change in the personnel of the team was necessary. There was practically no change, however, with the exception of the dropping of ‘Son’ White, who was considered by many as the best forward on the ground.

Mark Nicholls (1921-30, 10 Tests, 51 games): I’m fairly certain the All Black selectors did a bad job of selecting the team for that series. I felt that if they couldn’t pick me for my right position I shouldn’t be in the team. To play me at centre in the last Test and to play a fullback [Siddells] at wing three-quarters was an experiment that was beyond comprehension.

Jock Richardson: [Second Test] The scrums were all to South Africa so that they had the game well in hand. However, the Springboks’ passing went across the field very often, and their orthodox attack was readily smothered. Of course, where backs are not out-classed there can be no scoring by regulation hand-to-hand transfers. Every try scored so far in Tests had been from the unexpected. [Third Test] Not one in a thousand gave the Springboks a hope of victory on Athletic Park, Wellington when the ground and the weather were at their very worst. Clay, water, slushy holes and more rain to increase the discomfort. Neither side could score, the defence being superb. The astonishment of the big crowd was great when the Springboks played right up to the very best wet ground traditions of New Zealand.


FIVE

THE FIRST GOLDEN ERA

‘Nobody in New Zealand has ever seen George Nepia play as he played on this tour’

‘The weakest team New Zealand has ever had – weak in the scrums, weak on defence, and lacking in pace – sums up the present All Black team after the match at Eden Park yesterday.’ By these words describing the 1924/25 All Blacks team who became known as ‘The Invincibles’, George Tyler of the 1905/06 team provided the grist to the mill that would serve the side all the way through their unbeaten tour of Britain and France. To compound his forthcoming ignominy, Tyler said it was a shame that men like Paewai, Nepia, Mill and McGregor should be chosen.

The record speaks for itself. The team were unbeaten, although they did not play Scotland, who were still smarting from the 1905/06 experience when they didn’t take a share of the gate. They were also upset by England’s choosing to offer the invitation to the All Blacks rather than having the four Home Unions issue it as had been agreed. In all respects the side was too good and achieved the main goal of the tour in beating Wales, not in Cardiff, but in Swansea. Along the way some great names were carved into the game’s history. Leading the way among a forward pack still playing the 2-3-2 scrum formation and succeeding in spite of only winning thirty per cent of possession on average during the tour, according to Carwyn James and John Reason in The World of Rugby, were locks Maurice Brownlie and Jock Richardson. They were war-hardened men who thrived in the heavy going while in the loose Andrew ‘Son’ White would emerge as one of the leading loose forwards of the day, completing a remarkable recovery from his own war experiences which saw him invalided home with shell shock. Team captain Cliff Porter stood himself down in the Tests against Ireland, Wales and England with Jim Parker taking his place and Richardson the captaincy.

One of Tyler’s undeserving players, George Nepia, would play every match on tour and win a reputation as one of the greatest fullbacks to grace the game. Second five-eighths Bert Cooke would set a standard in running back play that would last for generations, while Mark Nicholls would establish himself as one of the great thinkers of the game. After the first Test of the tour against Ireland, it was decided to play Neil McGregor at first five-eighths, Nicholls at second and Cooke at centre against Wales and England. Wings Jack Steel and K.S. ‘Snowy’ Svenson and Nepia completed the line-up.

Nepia, especially, left an indelible impression, and one description of his tour was provided by English journalist Dai Gent. ‘So far as I can judge, and confining my experience to those I saw play when I had any football sense at all, I have never seen a better fullback than the swarthy Nepia . . . Kick, tackle, stop a rush, start a passing movement, kick goals, score a try – here was the complete fullback, I suggest, and all done with the full-blooded vigour of superb physique.’

Jock Richardson: The majority of the team were young. They were just coming into their skills and the continuous games [on tour] allowed them to develop. Not many fellows had represented New Zealand before and we were sent to Australia before we left. When we returned from Australia we played Auckland. None of us wanted to be injured in the game because our trip was virtually assured. Afterwards the 1905 All Black George Tyler wrote we were the worst team that had ever been assembled in New Zealand. After each match we won in Britain we would always say: ‘That’s another nail in bloody Tyler’s coffin.’

George Nepia (1924-30, 9 Tests, 46 games): We were glad when finally we did set sail from Wellington on the Remuera and were out of sight and sound of the unkind things that had been said and written about us. Our manager S.S. Dean called us into the lounge and said, in effect, ‘Well, boys, we’re going over to play football. You’ll have plenty of time for other fun on the tour as well, but the consideration of football will come first. Agreed?’ We put in an hour and a half hard tackling and scrum practice every day, and every afternoon we had an hour’s team talk on tactics and strategy. Those talks were so thorough, so detailed and so critically analysed that they made our record success assured before we ever sighted the shores of England!

It took us a few weeks and a few matches to get our land legs in England and get acclimatised, but we had no sooner got into our stride, and beaten Swansea by 38 points to 3, than we ran into Newport and came perilously near to being defeated.

Bert Cooke (1924-30, 8 Tests, 44 games): Welsh football has never been renowned for gentleness, and I had painful evidence of this in the Newport match, which was about our narrowest escape on the 1924 tour. It was hectic from the kick-off. Newport led 5 to 0 at half-time. Just afterwards I had kicked for touch, and was actually watching the ball bounce over the touchline when I was bowled over and knocked out as if I had been sandbagged. Well I didn’t remember anything more until I came to as I was being carried up the steps under the stand. I had seven stitches put in the back of my head there and then, and in view of the critical state of the game I then tottered back on to the field. We were still ‘down the well’ with a minute to go, when Maurice Brownlie fielded a loose ball and put Snowy Svenson in for a try. Mark Nicholls converted and we won by 13 to 10.

George Nepia: I didn’t know I was going to play every game on tour until after the Newport game [sixth game]. During the game against Newport I had a thumb put out of joint. It was kicked and I was in bandages. On the Thursday morning the manager and captain told me I was going to be spelled [rested] on the Saturday, so of course I relaxed. But on the Saturday morning they decided to play me again, and it was then they told me I was to play in every game on tour.

Read Masters (1923-25, 4 Tests, 31 games): Ireland had a magnificent pack of forwards, a wonderful pack of forwards, and an amazing backline. Their defence was just phenomenal. Their fullback, Crawford, I would feel was one of the best I ever played against. He was quite a smallish man, but his defence in rush-stopping, tackling, and line kicking was just phenomenal.

George Nepia: I had a terrific duel with Ireland’s fullback, and, let me say, I got no change out of him. Ernie Crawford was a truly grand player. When the tour was over, and we were homeward bound, we fell to picking out a No.1 of opponents. We were unanimous that Crawford was the best of the lot. Had it not been for the fullback, Ireland must surely have been beaten more heavily than by 6 points to 0. His fielding and kicking, too, were out of the copybook, so to speak, and I learned much from him. To me the amazing thing about Crawford was that there seemed to be so little of him.

It was a pity it was such a wretched day, for I should have enjoyed seeing the brothers Stephenson (George and Harry) and the brothers Hewitt handling a dry ball against our backs. There would have been one of the finest and most open games ever seen.

Jim Parker (1924-25, 3 Tests, 21 games): Critics in this country write and talk about our forward play, but that’s not our strength. Our strength is forwards and backs combining, throwing the ball to each other.

George Nepia: The next two outstanding occasions of our tour were our games with Cambridge and Oxford, particularly the latter. We managed to pull through against Cambridge by a goal to nothing. The other outstanding feature of the match was the fine stamina of the University men. It was the same against Oxford, though the Dark Blues gave us a much harder game. Oxford had several Colonials in their side, and they came at us with their – and our – strongest suit, which was attack. Right from the kick-off they assumed the offensive, beating our attack with counter-attack, till towards the closing stages our fitness turned the scale, our greater weight in the scrum and heavier backs told their tale, and we won. The score of 33 points to 16 in no sense represents the run of the game territorially . . . I had more tackling to do that match than in any other of the tour . . . simply because the Oxford three-quarter-line was always contriving to outwit them and by speedy combination get through.

Mark Nicholls: For sheer good football this match [Oxford University] had everything. Both teams passed from the halfback to the wing continuously with no mistakes. There were eight tries, five by us, three by them, and all were converted. There were two attempts at dropped goals and both succeeded and the score see-sawed till we spurted ahead from 19–15 with fifteen minutes to go to win 33–16.

George Nepia: Cardiff was a hard game but they never looked like beating us.

Mark Nicholls: We were undefeated going into the Wales game . . . we’d already beaten three of their club sides and we didn’t expect to have any great difficulty beating Wales. I sometimes thought the club games, where the players have combinations, are harder to beat and in that case it’s how it turned out. When the Welsh had their trials down in Cardiff, Cliff Porter and I went down from London to watch and we came away fairly well convinced that we would beat them quite easily, and so we did. We had a confidence in our ability. We knew we wouldn’t go out there and make mistakes, drop the ball at critical moments. We won the toss and Wales had to kick off, and Dai Hiddlestone, one of their forwards was about to kick off when their captain, Jack Wetter, rushed up to him and stopped him. He picked up the ball, threw it on the ground and it bounced up about fifteen feet in the air. The referee ran over and asked what was the matter. Wetter said, ‘That ball is no good, we’re not going to play with it.’ Now, prior to the game they’d brought four balls in for me to examine because I was the place-kicker in the team and the kicker always examined the balls to see if they were too tightly blown up, and so on. Now, if the other team knew you had a good kicker they’d blow the balls up like concrete so you couldn’t kick goals with them. I picked out two balls I thought were good enough, and the Welsh accepted them, but when we got out onto the field Wetter refused to play with them. Well, this held the game up for about five minutes while they took the balls to the sideline. In the end Wetter chose two balls, I don’t know if they were the same ones . . . he just did it to upset us.

George Nepia: There was, we in 1924 well remembered, the blot on Dave Gallaher’s 1905 team’s record, of a defeat by the Principality, and we were out to get revenge for it. New Zealand was expecting us to get her own back for her, and the morning of the match we received a special message from our Prime Minister expecting us to win. I sat in a corner of the dressing room, as soon as I had changed into my togs, too keyed up for words. I was a bundle of nerves. Then the Welsh crowd started their amazing singing, and, though I love music second to none, their splendid chorus work only made me feel worse . . . Then we took the field. We gave our haka, the whistle went, and in that second I didn’t care if all the giants of Welsh rugby’s past glory had come to life and were opposed to us.

Mark Nicholls: When they kicked off we got right into it. We never gave them a moment’s peace. We belted into them in the forwards, Morrie Brownlie and Co., tore right into them. We attacked in the backs whenever we got the ball. We got a penalty which I kicked quite easily and then from a lineout close to the line, Brownlie bashed his way through and gave the ball to Irvine and he scored. Morrie Brownlie was a terrific man. Jack Steel made a terrific run down the touchline . . . a press photographer came onto the field to take a photo of Steel coming down the line and Jack didn’t see him and he hit this fellow and his camera flew about twenty-five yards in the air. The photographer turned a somersault but it never impeded Steel. He went on and scored – but the line umpire put his flag up and said that Steel was out. The referee had awarded the try but looked back and saw the flag up. The referee said to me, ‘If that was the deciding try in the game I would have given it.’

George Nepia: I figured in three incidents in that game. Two of them were freak happenings, one was of my own making. In the first, I had to get the ball from the feet of three Welsh forwards, one of whom was Wetter – the names of the other two have slipped my memory. They were rushing the ball downfield, passing it one to the other in close-in soccer fashion – and I stood alone between them and a try for they were on our twenty-five line. I was barely in front of them and to their right as I made to get the ball. I simply had to get it – and what is more – get it into my own hands and find touch to give our forwards relief for a few moments, as they had been particularly hard-pressed for a while. I made up my mind to dive for the ball. I knew I had to time my dive so that I would reach the ball the very second it was kicked from one forward’s feet to the other’s. So I dived for the feet of the man furthest from one of the three. I got the ball, brushed through them and found touch back on the Welsh twenty-five. Then the whistle went. I turned round and there was Wetter and another of the trio of forwards lying flat out. To this day I have no recollection of colliding with any of them. I felt nothing as I brushed through them, if ‘brushing’ through is the correct word to use in view of what happened. The second incident was when I described a complete double somersault after being trip-tackled. I had dashed upfield after eluding several forwards charging down on me and was making ground rapidly when one of the Welsh speed merchants, realising he could not grass me by tackling me, dived, and with one hand knocked my two knees together. He had come at me from the side, and the immediate effect was to send me somersaulting as I leaped to avoid him. I turned over twice before I was able to steady myself, but before anyone laid a hand on me I had contrived to make good my kick into touch. The final score was 19 points to nil, and the fact the Principality failed to score one try was due to the perfect working of a little plot of mine when Wales had her best chance of scoring. The player who fell into the trap was none other than that great back Rowe Harding. He was tearing along the wing at a tremendous lick and, as usual when faced with the problem of saving a try, I looked to see what other opponents were thereabouts. I saw another of the red-jerseyed men running at breakneck speed through the centre, and making to close with Rowe Harding. Needing to work quick, I staged a bit of make-believe by walking a few feet from the touchline towards the centre of the field, thus leaving a fairly wide gap between myself and the touchline, and one which Harding promptly thought wide enough for him to get through. I knew my limitations, however, and I knew just how much rope I could give that famous Welsh flyer. He made straight for the gap, and I turned and made straight for him. I threw him yards over the touchline with the ball.

Mark Nicholls: Nepia played a remarkable game. They had quite a few dribbling rushes, and two or three times they managed to get through our defence and George stopped them every time.

Bert Cooke: Nobody in New Zealand has ever seen George Nepia play as he played on this tour, and I have never seen a fullback who could touch him in this period when he put up a remarkable record of playing in every game. He touched his greatest heights in the Welsh match, the game we were most anxious of all to win. We felt that the eyes of New Zealand were on us. In that game George would repeatedly sweep the ball up from the toes of the Welsh forwards and charge backwards through them, and in one of these daring and spectacular exploits he skittled no less than three of them, including the Welsh skipper Jack Wetter.

Jock Richardson: Many a time we were going to spell George on that tour but he assured us that he was all right. We told him that if his play deteriorated we would give him a spell. But he just got better and better. He had a good long kick and was safe.

George Nepia: We played Wales on a Saturday. We had a few injuries, and on the Tuesday following we were to play Llanelli. And what a match! I felt the injuries I suffered against Wales very much but I had to play again. Bert Cooke had to play against doctor’s orders, but of course had Welsh blood and, coming from Llanelli years before, it was only right that he should play. Rumours have been circling round that when Ernie Finch scored his try he was so scared that he stopped dead in his tracks and that, when I went through with my tackle, I missed him and that this was how he scored his try. The truth is that Ernie Finch broke through and that, when I was getting across to crash tackle him, he showed what a brilliant winger he was. At the critical moment, and just a second or two before I launched the tackle, Ernie swerved into me, breaking my speed and my timing, and then swung outwards again. By the time I regathered speed, Ernie had score a lovely try. I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of times I was beaten by a player in that kind of situation, and Ernie Finch was one of that small number.

I have never been able to think of the 1924 tour without thinking of Twickenham. I never shall . . . There was the thrill of shaking hands, before the kick-off, with our present King, and the impatience for the kick-off; there was the deafening roar that went up from 70,000 throats when the game started, and which continued like some non-stop thunderstorm till that tragic moment when the referee blew the whistle and a lone All Black walked to the dressing room – dismissed from the game. That silence was ghastly. To everyone, the sight of such a fine forward as Cyril Brownlie ordered off the field was more ghastly still.

Read Masters: Through the over-keenness of one of England’s forwards – who had also adopted illegal tactics in a previous game – heated play was in evidence in the first scrum and many subsequent scrums, while in the tight play arms were freely swung . . . Never in all my life have I experienced anything like the weird silence that fell over Twickenham as [Cyril] Brownlie walked away. If England had any chance of winning, and up to this stage it certainly appeared as though they had, it was reduced to a minimum now.

Mark Nicholls: Both packs had been going ‘all out’, and most of the ‘hard stuff’ that is supposed to be barred in the game was in evidence. All were equally to blame – not just the New Zealanders. The Rugby Union’s own players were in it up to their necks. After five minutes of play Tom Voyce, who was having his first game against us, said, ‘Gee, I never knew they went as hard as this. Come on chaps.’

Jock Richardson: It was a terrible incident but I didn’t see it. There had been a lineout from which a ruck formed. I was on the ground and when I got to my feet Freethy was ordering Cyril from the field. I asked the referee what had happened. He told me that Cyril kicked a player on the ground. I spoke immediately to Wavell Wakefield, the England captain. He either ignored me, or didn’t hear me. I gave him the benefit of the doubt. The referee insisted that Cyril be sent from the field. I then had to tell him to go. We had to bring Jim Parker in from the wing-forward position and into the scrum while Jimmy Mill, the halfback, then put the ball into the scrum. That left us with no one on the fringe but we decided amongst ourselves to score as many points as we could and sit on England.

Bert Cooke: There were certainly two parties to blame. Reg Edwards, the Newport forward, was not again invited to play for England. I will say no more on that point. We also thought the tactics of A. F. Blakiston, a well-known English forward and a great chap off the field, were to some extent provocative. But for all this it was a magnificent match and the English forwards, led by Wavell Wakefield, rose wonderfully to the occasion, while Arthur Young played a superb game behind the scrum.

Mark Nicholls: Three times in the first ten minutes Mr Freethy stopped the game and cautioned both sets of forwards. This is something that should be remembered, especially by English critics who are prone to explain away the English defeats by reference to the All Blacks’ rough tactics.

George Nepia: I could see clearly the faces of my teammates when they realised what had happened. Had all the spectators been able to appreciate the expressions of the All Blacks’ faces as I did, they would have known that we were out to win – with all the added fire of avenging the slur on a great All Black’s good name. Revenge is more than a terrific urge. It is a power as such moments to be experienced to be believed.

Jim Parker: He [Cyril Brownlie] was the victim of an incorrect and unjust decision. That is the truth and no one was in a better position than I to know it.

Mark Nicholls: I have a photograph of the scene as Cyril is walking off, and if any proof is wanted as to the number of guilty English forwards, this photograph supplies it. Three of the English forwards are ‘smothering up’, apparently apprehensive that they might be sent off too. I am not going to be so unwise to say that everything was fair and above board, because I know it wasn’t, but to single out one man from sixteen guilty ones was, to my mind, unfair, and showed discrimination. Mr Freethy was a wonderful referee, but in what should have been his greatest triumph, the greatest match of his career, he made a scapegoat of a great footballer and gentleman, when he himself was at fault.

Cyril Brownlie (1924-25, 3 Tests, 31 games): It was a piece of sheer ill-luck on my part. I found myself involved in a series of minor retaliations and was unfortunate to be dropped upon as the second man in the affair. I am most sorry this has happened in the last match, but I do think another man should have gone off the field beside myself. Nevertheless, there is no ill-feeling.

Bert Cooke: Maurice Brownlie’s try in the closing stages of this game was among the greatest I have ever seen. He was playing like a demon and the way he tore for the line with that grim expression on his face he would have gone through a brick wall . . . We were determined to avenge the unjust charge made against Brownlie . . . and a new spirit seemed to obsess us. Play had been resumed for twelve minutes [after half-time] when Maurice Brownlie, almost on the spot where his brother had been ordered off, picked up from the loose following a lineout and looking neither to right nor left for support, put his head down and charged for the line. He smashed his way through a bunch of opponents and got across, with Gibbs hanging to him like a terrier, to score the most determined try I have ever seen.

George Nepia: The heroes on our side were the forwards left to battle with England’s eight. We had lost Cyril Brownlie; Parker had to be on hand to keep wing three-quarter Gibbs in check, and ‘Son’ White wasn’t allowed to shove in the scrums in case the balance was upset. The five left did all the work, and watching their struggle for possession of the ball in the scrum was a sight for the gods. I watched their legs take a strain that would have broken limbs less stout than theirs, and it was little for wonder that they left the field at the end of the match utterly spent, able to get to their dressing rooms and no more.

Cliff Porter (1923-30, 7 Tests, 41 games): At Toulouse, the crowd were marvellous . . . about 35,000 on a very hot day. It was very much to our liking, although we had a little bit of trouble there. It took us about a quarter of an hour to get to our dressing room after we arrived. The game started off at a hot pace and after twenty minutes things looked pretty serious for us, but we settled down and we got into our stride. We believed in open play, we tossed the ball around a lot, we’d worked into a combination by then. We won that match by 30 points to 6.

George Nepia: I enjoyed every minute of every game. What a pity, we all thought, that we hadn’t had a chance to play Scotland. As a matter of fact, the Scottish players themselves took the initiative in the matter and approached Stan Dean to try to get a match fixed. Stan tried, but as everyone knows, nothing came of it.

Bert Cooke: Poor Dumanoir, the player I marked in the international, was killed a few days later in an air crash. He was a pilot in the French Air Force.

Tours with NSW were exchanged in 1925/26 while 1927 was free of international contests as selection began for the first great trek to South Africa.

New Zealand’s acquiescence to South African demands that no Maori be included meant that two key players, Nepia and halfback Jimmy Mill, were excluded, while a third, Cooke, was unavailable. Compounding matters was the strange refusal to select Nicholls, despite his ranking among the great five-eighths, for the first three Test matches. He played the fourth and duly won the game for New Zealand in what South African legend and rival five-eighths Bennie Osler said was the greatest display he ever saw. Apart from anything else, the tour was the beginning of the end for New Zealand’s 2-3-2 scrum. The South Africans were too strong and were able to call for scrums instead of lineouts to extend their advantage and Nicholls was one who became a critic of the strategy. It would take a few more years but the end was nigh.

Above all other considerations the era from 1924-28 was a great one for the All Blacks, a period in which they played eight official Tests with the only two losses being against South Africa in the drawn series. As well, ten internationals were played against New South Wales for eight wins and two losses, however these were not accorded Test status, as New South Wales, despite featuring the cream of Australian talent in Queensland’s absence, were not regarded as fully representative of the country.

Interestingly Jim Ryan, based on his experience of South Africa in 1919, had observed before the 1928 tour, ‘Two matches per week and long railway journeys and hard games on sun-baked surfaces in a programme of twenty-two matches, of which four are Tests, will be a hard pill to swallow. Many casualties will result before the players adapt themselves to the hard grounds and a judicious selection will have to be made in order that the best players will be fit and available for the all-important Test games . . . I consider that we have sufficient pace, weight and experience in the team to win the Tests, provided our best inside men are available all the time.’

George Nepia: It was known that a team would be chosen [to tour South Africa] at the beginning of the [1927] season, and that trials would be held just as they had been in 1924. I never got so much as an invitation to play in a real trial and I did not play in even a semblance of a trial! Nor did any other Maori. You might well ask the reason. It had been made plain, it appears, to the New Zealand Union that, in view of the difficulties of the ‘colour’ question in South Africa, ‘it would not be desirable to have Maori players in the team to represent New Zealand’. Yet, seven years previously, South African players had played against Maoris in New Zealand – and were nearly beaten. More unutterable nonsense was never advanced as a reason for anything than that stipulation about Maoris. I need hardly say the whole of New Zealand was highly indignant, not only at my exclusion from the team but also at the slur on her Maori citizens.

Jim Burrows (1928, 9 games): Our first discovery was that in South Africa there was a dedication to rugby and a knowledge of play and players that matched anything we knew in New Zealand. Not surprisingly we also found, as part of this dedication, a scientific approach to the game that quickly jolted us out of any complacency we may have felt on arrival. As an example, the Springboks during their 1921 tour of New Zealand had obviously appreciated that the weakness in New Zealand play lay in the two-fronted scrum and this weakness they intended to exploit to the full. This was shrewd thinking.

Mark Nicholls: We met Western Province country team in the first match, and won. Then we opposed Western Province town, one of the hardest teams in South Africa to overcome. We played our next match 4,500 feet above sea level. Then we rose another 2,000 feet for the following match. The air was so rarefied that we could hardly breathe. In the first six matches we played were five of the hardest of the tour. At Kimberley there wasn’t a blade of grass on the ground. Every time we fell over it took lumps of skin off. We didn’t fall over often.

Jim Burrows: Transvaal fielded heavy forwards with the usual trio of big men in the front row. They had a formidable pack and, following a line now familiar to us, they called for scrums instead of lineouts when it was their ball. By contrast, we were not a good pack at all. How could we be? Not only were we unfamiliar with the techniques of the South African scrum, but we made the fatal mistake of failing to recognise the importance of lock forwards in this new formation. Our two locks were Geoff Alley and Ian Harvey and neither was picked to play in this game.

Mark Nicholls: The tremendous amount of travelling from high to low altitudes, and vice versa, resulted in a succession of colds and influenza, while the hard grounds certainly caused minor injuries. We also found the eight-seamed balls difficult to handle and kick. We found the train journeys rather arduous and irksome. Some of the boys slept like tops all through, but the majority did not sleep at all well. Train travelling for hours at a time – and in some cases days – is hard on athletes when suffering from injuries and sickness.

Frank Kilby (1928-34, 4 Tests, 18 games): The travelling is most strenuous, long journeys being a trying feature. The trains are most comfortable, but there is no opportunity to exercise, and players are inclined to eat too much. The New Zealand team travelled from Durban to Cape Town on arrival – three solid days – and then had only two days before meeting a strong Western Province side.

Jim Burrows: The outstanding feature of the 2-3-2 scrum was its ability to get the ball quickly; the outstanding weakness of the 2-3-2 scrum was its inability to get its fair share of the ball. You cannot give away the loosehead in every scrum and expect to remain on equal terms with the other side, particularly when that side is South Africa. We learnt much from the play of the Springboks, particularly from their scrummaging techniques, though I must admit that it was typical of our conservative way of doing things that another four years elapsed before we adopted the three-fronted scrum and, in my opinion, about another twenty years before we could begin to say that we had mastered the techniques of this scrum.

Mark Nicholls: Mr George Devenish, one of the ‘big five’, a South African selector, told me that when he first saw them line out on the field at Cape Town to play, that they were, physically, the finest set of forwards he had ever seen, and that his heart went down to his boots for South Africa. After the first Transvaal match he said, ‘They cannot scrummage and they will be beaten at forward everywhere.’ The Springboks won the first Test by 17 points to nil. There was no question about their win. It was a most decisive one. As was expected, they dominated the game forward, winning the scrums by 36 to 15. But that was not all, for they heeled from fully ninety-five per cent of the loose rucks. In fact we were on the defensive right through the game.

For almost a week prior to the second Test we trained seriously and hard. We evolved the loosehead and practised it secretly. Our idea was to have the loosehead on every possible occasion; for having the loosehead meant that we were certain to get a great deal more of the ball from set scrums than we did at Durban. This secret was carefully guarded . . . not a soul but the team knew of ‘the stunt’ until the first scrum went down in the second Test. We won the Test by 7 points to 6. As a spectacle, the game was a poor one, being decidedly dull and drab. That we deserved our victory there can be no gainsaying. Our play was the more enterprising.

Bill Dalley (1924-29, 5 Tests, 35 games): The team got their heads together and we thought, ‘Well the only way we can get the ball from the scrums is to have three men in the front row’, so we went out training at the Wanderers ground a few days before the second Test and locked the gates. What they did was that Ron Stewart, who was the wing-forward, would come up onto the side of the scrum where the halfback was putting the ball in and play in the front row, and this enabled us to get the loosehead and we got our fair share of the ball in that Test.
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